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The Impact of Introductory Accounting Courses on Student 
Perceptions about the Purpose of Accounting Information and the 
Objectives of Business:  A Comparison of the UK and Japan 
 
 
ABSTRACT 
This paper is concerned with the impact of introductory financial accounting courses 
on student perceptions of business objectives. The paper reports the results of a 
questionnaire survey of UK and Japanese university students which investigated 
their views at the start and end of an introductory financial accounting module. The 
views of Japanese students, in comparison with those from the UK, are of particular 
interest given evidence in the literature that traditional “social market” traditions in 
Japan are being influenced by Anglo-American “stock market” values.  Our results 
are consistent with such a phenomenon in that Japanese students’ values regarding 
business objectives show significant changes that are not mirrored by changes in the 
perceptions of their Western counterparts.   We suggest that accounting education is 
acting as a conduit for views more commonly held in Anglo-American societies.  
 
Keywords: Varieties of capitalism; Shareholder value; Anglo-American corporate 
governance; Business objectives  
 
 
 
 
1. Introduction 
This paper is concerned with the impact of introductory financial accounting courses 
on students’ perceptions of business objectives and the relative importance of 
various stakeholders. Specifically, it considers students’ perceptions regarding the 
purpose of accounting and the objectives of business and whether these perceptions 
have changed after studying an introductory course in financial accounting.  The 
motivation for this study arises out of findings from prior research, which draw 
attention to the socializing effects of the accounting education process and how it 
inculcates students with values associated with an Anglo-American business culture 
(Frankfurter & McGoun, 1999; Collison, 2003; Everett, 2007; Collison, Dey, Hannah 
& Stevenson, 2007; Ferguson, Collison, Power & Stevenson, 2005, 2007; Gray, 
Bebbington & McPhail, 1994; Neimark, 1995; Waddock, 2004, 2005).  More 
specifically, it has been suggested that through the “guise of technical rationality”, 
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accounting education masks a set of assumptions which serve powerful, sectional 
interests (McPhail & Gray 1996, p.27; see also, Boyce, 2008). For example, 
Waddock (2005, p.146) argues that accounting education focuses “predominantly on 
maximizing shareholder wealth, [and] considers only some stakeholders and fails to 
educate managers and accounting professionals about all of the consequences of 
their decisions”. Similarly, Collison (2003, p.861) highlights how the assumptions of 
Anglo-American capitalism underpin much of what is taught on accounting courses 
and that this is particularly apparent through the emphasis accorded to the interests 
of shareholders. He states:  
 
“Attention to the interests of shareholders above all other groups is implicit in 
much of what is taught to accounting and finance students. The very 
construction of a profit and loss account… is a continual, and usually unstated, 
reminder that the interests of only one group of stakeholders should be 
maximized”. 
 
 
The current paper aims to add to the existing literature by reporting the results 
of a questionnaire survey of UK and Japanese university students about how their 
views change in the period during which they study an introductory financial 
accounting module.  Of course a financial accounting module is only one of several 
courses which students will encounter in the first year of a business oriented degree;  
their views will have developed due to a range of influences.  Nevertheless the locus 
of this investigation is the first financial accounting course which was a common 
factor amongst those surveyed and which is generally a key introduction to the 
“language of business”.  The views of Japanese students, in comparison with those 
from the UK, are of particular interest given the traditional differences that have 
existed in the socio-economic traditions and business practices between the two 
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countries (see, for example, Dore, 1986, 2000; Hutton, 1995; Learmount, 2002) and 
the changes that have occurred in Japan over the last decade or so (see Charkham, 
2005; Dore, 2006a; Yonekura, 2009).  
For example, as Dore (1983, p.470) points out, “The Japanese ... have never 
really caught up with Adam Smith. They have never managed actually to bring 
themselves to believe in the invisible hand” (italics in original). Anglo-American 
economies promulgate self-interest as the key motivating principle underpinning 
human behaviour.  Reference is commonly made to Adam Smith’s well known 
assertion that, “It is not from the benevolence of the butcher, the brewer, or the baker 
that we expect our dinner, but from their regard to their own interest” (Smith, 1910, 
p.13). For the Japanese, however, this famous trio “need to be benevolent as well as 
self interested” (Dore, 1983, p.470, emphasis in original); according to Dore: 
“benevolence is a duty. Full stop” (see also Sen, 1993). This is perhaps 
encapsulated by the pattern of relational trading in Japan, where there is a 
preference for inter-firm cooperation (known to “Japanese as grupu, and to 
foreigners, usually, as zaibatsu or keiretsu” (Dore, 1983, p.467)) “as opposed to 
arms-length, purely contractual, trading relations” (Dore, 2002, p.119). In many 
respects, this worldview is reflected in the traditional “job for life” employment system 
and the traditional emphasis given in Japanese companies to the interests of 
employees.  As Hofstede (1983, p.88) notes of the Japanese, “people are very 
willing to perform if they are offered security in exchange”.  
Drawing on these observations of traditional Japanese business culture, the 
extant literature tends to refer to Japan as a “stakeholder” orientated approach to 
economic organisation, rather than a “shareholder” orientated approach (Donaldson 
& Preston, 1995; Turner 2002). However, more recently, researchers have drawn 
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attention to various socio-cultural factors which, they argue, have precipitated a 
demise in traditional Japanese business values. These issues will be explored 
further in the literature review section of the paper. The remainder of this paper is 
structured as follows: the following section discusses the relevant literature in this 
area while the next section outlines the method used in this research: a two-stage 
questionnaire was distributed to first year students at UK and Japanese university 
institutions. Specifically, the views of students at three UK and one Japanese 
institution were sought at the start and end of their first university financial 
accounting module. Students’ perceptions about the purpose of accounting and the 
objectives of business were ascertained. The subsequent section describes the 
findings from the research. The results are analysed under three headings: namely, 
users of accounting information, the objectives of business, and normative 
perceptions of the objectives of business. The penultimate section provides a 
discussion of the findings while the final section outlines the limitations of the study. 
 
2. Literature Review 
There exists a considerable literature which draws attention to the socializing effects 
of accounting education. In particular, such studies claim that accounting education 
is a form of indoctrination (Collison, 2003; Gray et al., 1994; Kelly & Pratt, 1994) and 
serves as a means of reproducing and sustaining an ideology (Chua, 1986; McPhail 
& Gray, 1996; Ferguson et al., 2005, 2007). The reason cited for such assertions is 
that accounting education tends to promote a particular worldview which draws 
unquestioningly on the values and assumptions of Anglo-American capitalism 
(Frankfurter & McGoun 1999; Collison 2003; Ferguson et al., 2005, 2007; Gray et al., 
1994; Neimark, 1995; Waddock, 2004, 2005). For example, according to Gray et al. 
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(1994, p.62) accounting education serves an ideological role, inculcating students 
with the “rationalisations of neo-classical economics and especially the pursuit of self 
interest” (see also Collison, 2003; Collison et al., 2007; Collison & Frankfurter, 2000; 
Kelly & Pratt, 1994; Puxty, Sikka, & Willmott, 1994; Sikka, Haslam, Agrizzi & 
Kyriacou, 2007)2. In this sense, it has been argued that accounting education 
reproduces and sustains the neo-classical assumption “that maximizing behavior by 
economic agents… [leads] to the maximization of social welfare” (Tinker, Merino, & 
Neimark, 1982, p.183) and that shareholders are the only participants in the wealth 
creation process that should have their interests maximised (see also, Boyce, 2008; 
Collison, 2003; Collison & Frankfurter, 2000; Ferguson, Collison, Power and 
Stevenson, 2006)3.  According to Sikka et al. (2007, p.15), shareholder wealth 
assumptions are either “lurking in the background…[or] form the heart” of accounting 
education. However, it has been argued that accounting students are not 
encouraged to either see these as assumptions, question these assumptions or 
consider alternative ways in which society may be organised; and that they are not 
made aware of different models of capitalism which promote, arguably, other social 
arrangements (Collison et al., 2007; Ferguson et al., 2005, 2007; Gallhofer & 
Haslam, 1996; Owen, Humphrey, & Lewis, 1996; Waddock, 2005). Further, these 
socializing effects have been observed in graduate accounting programmes in the 
US, where an increasing number of non-US students are enrolled. For example, in a 
special issue which considers the role of the Chinese learner in “universities in the 
                                                 
2 Interestingly, Boyce (2008) suggests that, because of their prior life experience, accounting students 
readily acquiesce with such a worldview. He states, “it is likely that prior education and self-selection 
means that accounting students will tend to align their thinking more with economic roles as 
shareholders/investors, managers, or entrepreneurs, rather than with social roles as citizens, family 
members, customers, social group members, and workers” (Boyce, 2008, p.263).   
3 The inculcation of values associated with Anglo-American capitalism is a criticism which is not 
limited to the education of accounting students. For example, the Aspen Institute (2001) report that 
after studying for one year, there is a shift in MBA students’ perceptions of the role of business from 
“customer mode” to “business manager mode.”, adding “as a result, shareholder value gains in 
importance as a measure of a successful business and as the primary responsibility of the company”.  
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UK, USA, Australia, Canada, New Zealand and parts of Western Europe”, 
Saravanamuthu & Tinker (2008, p.133) highlight the potential  for the “socialisation of 
[Chinese] learners into the US systems of neo-classical economics” and how this  
“could produce hegemonic agents of Anglo-American capitalism”.  This point is taken 
up by Cho, Roberts & Roberts (2008, p.213), whose findings suggest that Chinese 
PhD students in the US  are “intensively schooled in American culture, skills and 
knowledge, so much so that they generally advocate the spread of Anglo-American 
capitalism and business practices in China”.  
 
 
2.1 Japan and the UK compared 
According to Hall & Soskice (2001) the socio-economic and business cultures 
in the UK and Japan represent different "varieties of capitalism"; the former, in their 
classification, being a “liberal market economy” and the latter being a “coordinated 
market economy”.  In alternative terminology, the UK may be characterised as an 
example of "stock market" or "Anglo-American” capitalism as opposed to Japan 
which exemplifies a particular form of “welfare” or “social market capitalism” (Dore, 
2000).   
These broad socio-economic characterisations of the UK and Japan may be 
considered as "macro-level" descriptions. But this paper focuses on an aspect of 
accounting education, and accounting typically, has an organisational, or micro, 
rather than a macro focus.   However, business culture at the company level has 
been identified as a significant determinant of broader socio-economic 
characteristics.  This importance of commercial organisations in characterising the 
distinction between “varieties of capitalism” was emphasised by Hall & Soskice 
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(2001):  in their much cited analysis, in which they “hope to build bridges between 
business studies and comparative political economy”, they identify “companies as 
the crucial actors in a capitalist economy” (p.6).  Conversely the influence of legal 
and political traditions on corporate governance practices has been an important 
area of study in the corporate governance literature (see, for example, Aguilera & 
Jackson, 2003) in which the  potentially reflexive nature of such relationships has 
also been acknowledged (see Shleifer & Vishny, 1997). 
It is important to note therefore that a key distinguishing characteristic 
between the forms of capitalism noted above, is the emphasis given at the company 
level to the interests of different stakeholders.  Social market capitalism, particularly 
in Japan, has traditionally been characterised by companies seeking to balance the 
interests of a range of stakeholders, whereas under Anglo-American capitalism, 
primacy is given to shareholders, and the maximisation of shareholder value (MSV) 
is the key corporate objective (Dore, 2000; Hutton, 1995; West, 2009)4.  In the 
Anglo-American accounting and finance tradition, the return to shareholders is 
regarded as an objective function to be maximized while returns to any stakeholder 
other than the shareholder are regarded as costs to be minimised subject to the 
constraint that the stakeholder is induced to contribute as required to the wealth 
creation process.  
According to Froud, Johal, Leaver and Williams (2006, p.41), the “rhetoric of 
shareholder value”  became prominent in an Anglo-American context in the early 
                                                 
4 According to Clarke (1998, p.191), “in Japan stakeholder conceptions are deeply embedded in 
corporate thinking and practice”, to the extent, for example, that CEO’s would sacrifice dividend in 
order to retain employees. In summarising how stakeholder relationships are embedded in Japanese 
business culture, Yoshimori (1995p.34), states “The central characteristic of the Japanese pluralistic 
concept is the alignment of the company's goals and interests with those of the stakeholders. This 
leads to a higher degree of cohesion between the firm's stakeholders, i.e. shareholders, management, 
employees, the main bank, major suppliers and distributors. They pull together toward a common 
purpose: the company's survival and prosperity. They share the implicit consensus that their 
respective interests are realized and promoted through their long-term commitment and cooperation 
with the firm”. 
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1990’s, passing into general usage and becoming the key criteria applied by the 
financial press in assessing the success of a company.  As Froud et al. (2006, p.38) 
point out, this rhetoric emerged in a “specific socio-economic context”, which has, in 
the case of the UK and US, a “long-standing corporate/company law system which 
established the primacy of shareholder interests”.  Furthermore, the Regan and 
Thatcher governments of the 1980’s actively sought to minimise the role of 
government in the economy and to actively promote equity ownership (Dore, 2009; 
Froud et al. 2006). While there is a long history of debate regarding the interests 
which should be served by corporate activity5, the justificatory rationale for 
prioritising the interests of shareholders is closely tied to the emergence, in the late 
1970’s,  of a corporate governance discourse underpinned by agency theory of the 
firm assumptions (Dore, 2009; Froud et al., 2006; Ireland, 2001).  According to Dore 
(2009, p.1105), the problem established by agency theory is squarely based on 
“shareholder value assumptions”, where “gametheorists explored the infinite 
variations on the conditions under which the agent’s (i.e., manager’s) interests could 
be made to coincide with those of the principal, i.e., the owner”. It is for this reason 
that Ghoshal (2005, p.80), conceives agency theory as underlying “the entire 
intellectual edifice in support of shareholder value maximization”.  For Dore (2009, 
p.1098), what emerged out of this socio-economic context and associated discourse 
was the “increasingly strident assertion of the property rights of owners as 
transcending all other forms of social accountability for business corporations”.  
While Erturk, Froud, Leaver and Williams (2008, p.21) claim that the ultimate 
objective implied by shareholder value rhetoric “was always utopian”, they 
                                                 
5For example, Macintosh (1999, p.139) examines the celebrated exchange between Adolf A. Berle Jr 
and E. Merrick Dodd Jr in the early 1930’s, in which Berle argued “that the management of a 
corporation could only be held accountable to shareholders... whereas Dodd held that corporations 
were accountable to both the society in which they operated and their shareholders”. 
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nevertheless point to the “real consequences” it engendered; namely, growing 
inequality and an increase in the distribution of wealth to CEO’s and financial 
intermediaries.  In particular, Erturk et al. (2008, p.21) note, “the period since the 
early 1980’s has been one of sharply increasing income inequalities in the Anglo-
American countries as the upper groups have drawn away from the middle” (see 
also Collison et al. 2007; Dore, 2009).  Furthermore, growing inequality over this 
period has also been closely linked to a wide range of social health issues including 
an increase in cardio-vascular disease, child mortality, depression, gun crime and 
homicides (Kawachi and Kennedy, 1997). For example, Collison, Cross, Ferguson, 
Power & Stevenson (2010, p.18), point out that the US and UK have, in particular, 
“the greatest income inequality...  the highest average prison populations and 
smallest percentage of Women MPs”.   
 Clearly a rationale may be put forward for maximising shareholder value; for 
example, Pike & Neal (2006) argue that such a goal is consistent with social 
responsibility (but see Mintzberg, 1983) and with meeting the wider needs of society.  
But this rationale is also clearly contestable, both on a priori grounds (see, for 
example, Gray et al., 1996, pp.19-22) and in the light of various social characteristics 
of economies which are based on the Anglo-American model (as highlighted above).  
However there is strong evidence to suggest (see Ferguson, Collison, Power & 
Stevenson, 2008) that for those who are educated and trained in the disciplines of  
accounting and finance, the values and assumptions embedded in MSV and 
shareholder primacy are presented as incontestable – if they are examined at all.   
Education in this context is arguably part of a hegemonic discourse (see, for 
example, Collison, 2003; Cooper & Sherer, 1984) which can perhaps be observed 
most explicitly in the business media.   
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The championing of shareholder interests, at the clear and deliberate expense 
of wider social concerns, was exemplified by Collison (2003, p.874) in some 
examples drawn from the Financial Times (FT) which challenged the values of social 
market capitalism in both Europe and Japan:  
Plender (1997) wrote in the FT of deregulation of European labour 
markets continuing at “snail’s pace” as "treasured social cohesion" 
impeded “a more robust, Anglo-Saxon style of capitalism”. An FT feature 
on the Japanese economy described in similarly mocking terms Japan’s 
"cherished social contract", noting that it was no longer viable and 
calling for "a more flexible labour market"  (Nakamoto, 1997).   …An 
editorial (FT, 2000) prescribes for Japan “the discipline of modern 
management and accounting” while another bemoans the social barriers 
to “widespread restructuring” (FT, 1999).    
 
The assertive tone of these pronouncements is noteworthy given that the Financial 
Times is widely commended to students of accounting as a source worthy of regular 
consultation (Ferguson et al., 2007).  The preceding quotation exemplifies the 
pressure that has been brought to bear on Japan in recent years to abandon its 
traditional values (see Yonekura, 2009) and to embrace a more shareholder friendly 
business culture6.  The central role identified for accounting as part of this process 
may be noted – and the evidence from Japan which is reported in this paper needs 
to be judged in the context of a business culture which does indeed appear to be 
changing.  
The nature of such changes, and in particular the degree to which they are 
influencing values and attitudes in the Japanese business community is an area of 
some contestation.  Morgan and Kubo (2005) posed the question of whether “global 
financial disciplines (around shareholder value) are entering into the ‘bloodstream’ of 
                                                 
6 This is especially true since the early 1990s when Japanese growth slowed (Johnson, 1998).  
Johnson (p.65) claims that "For the editorial boards of the Wall Street Journal and the London 
Economist, ...the news of the East Asian meltdown has come as a gift from heaven.  They see it as a 
massive vindication of their neoclassical economic orthodoxy."  Prior to this period of economic 
decline the success of Japanese companies was held up as a critique of the Anglo-American 
approach to doing business (Cosh, Hughes & Singh,1990). 
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Japanese firms” (p.78) and argued that that was not the case.  They did however 
concede that any such conclusion had to be “tentative and time limited” requiring 
deeper analysis “of the Japanese system as a whole”.   
An in-depth analysis of attitudes to corporate governance in Japan by 
Yonekura (2009) highlighted differences between the Japanese and English 
language literatures on the subject.  The Japanese literature was characterised as 
relatively critical and cautious regarding moves towards Anglo-American values and 
practice.  While the degree of acceptance or rejection of a shareholder primacy 
approach to corporate governance may remain moot there is no doubt that 
significant changes have already come to some Japanese companies. 
Miwa (2006) observes that the structure of stock ownership has "changed 
dramatically" through foreign investors taking the place of mutual stockholding.  
Yonekura emphasised the unemployment caused by the restructuring activities of 
Japanese companies that have embraced the Anglo-American corporate 
governance model (he cites Sony as a prominent example).  And, perhaps most 
tellingly, Dore (2006a) cites figures from the Japanese Ministry of Finance showing 
major changes in relative incomes in a country which has traditionally emphasised 
social cohesion and which has had the lowest levels of income inequality in the 
developed world.  The figures are for two periods (1986-1990 and 2001-2005) in 
which Japan was coming out of recession and where value added per firm rose by 
6.8% and 7.9% respectively.  Wages per employee increased by 19.1% in the first 
period but fell by 5.8% in the second; remuneration of directors increased by 22.2% 
in the first period but rose by 97.3% in the second; increases in firm profits were 
28.4% in the first period and 90.0% in the second, while equivalent increases for 
dividends were 1.6% and 174.8%.   
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Dore (2006a) does not attribute these changes to political decisions:  indeed 
he argues that the political rhetoric of “economic reform” has not been matched by 
substantive change.   The substantive shift, he argues, has come at the company 
level in what he described as “the big change, the ‘shareholder revolution’, the 
fundamental shift in what managers consider their job to be” (Dore, 2006a, p.22).   
This perception echoes the significance that Hall & Soskice (2001) attribute to 
corporate behaviour in shaping the nature of a capitalist society.  A key influence on 
Japanese business practice, according to Dore, is the rise to positions of influence of 
high flying students (“true believers in agency theory and shareholder value”) who 
studied for MBAs and PhDs in the US in the 1970s and 1980s.   
This dynamic situation in Japan represents the background for the current 
comparative study: it prompts a particular interest in the influence of a business-
oriented education on students’ perspectives, and the differences, if any, that may 
exist between UK and Japanese students of accounting.   
   
3. Method 
A two-stage questionnaire was distributed to first year undergraduate 
accounting students at three UK institutions (two in Scotland and one in Northern 
England) and one Japanese university.7 The four research sites were selected 
primarily on the basis of access.  In order to capture the preconceptions of students, 
questionnaires were distributed during the students’ first class or meeting on 
introductory financial accounting. To assess whether these perceptions of 
accounting had changed during the period of their studies, a second questionnaire 
                                                 
7 Three university sites were chosen in the UK, primarily because access was possible and a large 
sample for statistical analysis was desirable.  For Japan, we only had contacts with one university; in 
addition, the number of responses from this one site was sufficient for the statistical testing that was 
planned. A copy of the survey is available on request from the authors.  
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was administered at the end of the course, in a revision lecture8.  Hard copies of the 
questionnaire were physically distributed and collected from students at two of the 
UK universities and the Japanese university. For the third UK university, an on-line 
version of the questionnaire was developed9. Students at this third university were e-
mailed by their course leader with details of the questionnaire and a web-link to the 
survey.  
 The student questionnaire was divided into four sections10.  The first section 
asked for respondents’ background information relevant to the study; in particular, 
details were sought on gender, age, title of course, and prior study of accounting. 
The second section contained 13 questions relating to students’ perceptions of 
accounting information and the needs of different users. Each question in this 
section, and in the subsequent sections described below, used a five point Likert 
scale varying from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree) with a neutral value of 3 
(neither agree nor disagree). Each question also had an option for ‘don’t know’. The 
questions were presented using a matrix structure, which is frequently employed in 
surveys with a large number of rating questions that require responses on a variety 
of different topics (David & Sutton, 2004). The third section comprised 12 questions 
about the objectives of business.    
                                                 
8 It is conceivable that students’ responses may have been partly shaped by the administration of the 
survey. In particular, given that students completed the second part of the survey at the end of their 
course (during a revision lecture), the answers may have been shaped by a desire to be seen to be 
“getting the answers correct”. Therefore, answers may reflect the recall of course content rather than 
wider values, beliefs or perceptions.  
9 An online version was used at the third institution primarily due to constraints on time and 
administration. Initially, it was intended to administer the survey at a different institution. However, 
with the first semester about to commence, this institution declined to participate in the study. Due to 
funding constraints, it was not possible to wait for another academic year to undertake this leg of the 
study at another institution. On the basis of access, an online version was developed and 
administered with the collaboration with the third institution, which enabled the collection of the data 
required.  
10 Responses to the four sections are reported in Tables 1- 4 respectively below. 
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The final section contained 8 questions regarding respondents’ views on what 
they thought the objectives of business should be. In this sense, students were 
asked to comment upon the same business objectives presented in the third section, 
but now the emphasis was on what the students believed the objectives of business 
should be, as opposed to what they thought the objectives of business were in 
practice. Differentiating between the two was thought to be important when gaining 
an understanding about the actual perceptions held by the different students and, in 
particular, about how they had been influenced during the period of their introductory 
accounting course.  
 The UK questionnaires were administered in September and December, 
2005, and the Japanese questionnaires were administered in April and July 2006: 
respondents’ answers were entered into Excel spreadsheets.  These responses 
were then analysed using statistical software and the results compared for changes.
 Returned questionnaires were analysed by comparing: i) aggregate mean 
responses for the beginning of the course and the end of the course for each 
country; and ii) mean responses based upon the background variable of prior 
knowledge of accounting as well as country. A paired sample t-test was used to 
calculate differences in mean responses:  this test was appropriate since students 
were identified and their responses at the start and end were matched.  It was 
emphasised to students that their responses were entirely confidential and that their 
identities were only used for matching purposes.  Most of the analysis and all of the 
data in Tables 2-4 refer to the differences in the mean responses:  the focus of the 
paper is on the changes in student responses that took place between the start and 
end of their course. However we do, in parts of the analysis, refer to, and compare 
(using an independent sample t-test), the UK and Japanese mean scores 
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themselves.  Such means will be reported in the text:  they have not been listed in 
tabular form in order to keep the number of tables to a minimum.11 Response rates 
were as follows: the numbers of students completing the first questionnaire were 303 
and 170 in Japan and the UK respectively; the corresponding numbers who 
completed both the first and second questionnaires were 194 and 101 (64.0% and 
59.4% respectively of those who filled in the first questionnaire). 
 
4. Results 
The results are based on 194 and 101 usable pairs of questionnaires which 
were completed by the Japanese and UK students respectively.  An inspection of 
Table 1 shows that students at the Japanese university were predominantly male 
accounting undergraduates who had not studied accounting before.  Students at the 
UK universities included a more even gender mix12, and were evenly split between 
those who had and those who had not studied the subject of accounting prior to 
embarking on their third level education.  The age range of the students was broadly 
similar for each country with the large majority being in the 16-20 category; a greater 
proportion of UK students were in the younger (16-18) part of that range. 
Table 1 about here 
The findings from this analysis will be discussed under the following headings: 
users of accounting information; objectives of business; and normative perceptions 
about the objectives of business.  
 
4.1 Users of accounting information 
                                                 
11 The complete set of data is available from the authors upon request. 
12 The analysis in this paper was also performed separately for male and female students but no 
significant differences emerged.  These findings are not reported in the current paper but a copy of 
these results can be obtained from the authors upon request. 
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Given the focus of the study, the analysis in this paper is largely concerned 
with changes, if any, in students’ responses between the beginning and the end of 
the introductory financial accounting course. The differences in mean scores 
between the two questionnaires were thus computed by subtracting the mean score 
of respondents to the questionnaire at the start of the course from the mean score of 
respondents to the questionnaire at the end. A negative difference in the average 
scores therefore implies less agreement (or more disagreement) with the statement 
in the question while a positive difference in means implies stronger agreement (or 
less disagreement). Within the narrative discussion of the results the following 
convention will be used: an increase in mean response from 3 towards 5 will be 
described as ‘stronger agreement’; a decrease in mean from 5 towards 3 will be 
described as ‘less agreement’; an increase in the mean from 1 towards 3 will be 
described as ‘less disagreement’; a decrease in mean from 3 towards 1 will be 
described as ‘stronger disagreement’.  
Table 2 about here 
A summary of the differences in responses to these statements is given in 
Table 2. The first column of this table supplies the statement to which students were 
asked to respond, while the following 12 columns record the mean differences in 
student responses and their associated rankings. These differences are shown for 
each country as well as for prior knowledge of accounting; i.e. when the total national 
sample is split into “Studied” and “Not Studied” sub groups.  
An examination of the total UK and Japanese university samples (see Table 
2) reveals that the mean responses for nine statements differed significantly between 
the start and the end of the course (i.e. the differences in responses were significant 
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at the 5% level at least).  Six of these differences were significant for UK students13 
while only four were significant for Japanese undergraduates: only one difference, 
for the statement that “Accounting provides information to stakeholders about society 
and the environment”, was significant for both cohorts. Thus, the introductory 
financial accounting courses seem to have influenced UK and Japanese 
respondents’ perceptions about accounting information and the users of this 
information somewhat differently. An inspection of Table 2 shows that, in terms of 
the overall increase in mean score, the statement that accounting provides 
information to employees ranked first for UK  students, while statements concerning 
the general public and customers ranked second and third respectively. For UK 
students, responses to the statements that accounting provides information for 
shareholders and loan creditors showed the largest negative change and are ranked 
seventh and eighth respectively. Conversely, for Japanese students, the biggest 
increases in mean score related to the statements that accounting information is 
provided for analysts/advisors and shareholders, which were ranked first and second 
respectively.  
                                                 
13 While these significant differences emerge from an analysis of the total sample, a more 
disaggregated examination reveals that the results are mainly driven by responses from the students 
at one UK university. Replies from this group indicate that the differences in mean scores were 
statistically significant for the same six statements. A slightly different pattern was noticeable at the 
second UK university where responses suggest that at the end of their course, students agreed more 
strongly with the view that accounting information was produced for shareholders; there is less 
agreement at the end of their course that accounting information was produced for employees. 
However, a test for difference in means did not show these changes to be significant. An examination 
of the course outlines at each of the universities would suggest that there is little discernable 
difference in the content of the courses. In many respects this is not surprising given that the 
professional accounting bodies in the UK “accredit” university accounting courses. It has been argued 
that many accounting departments in the UK seek to attract students on the basis of offering an 
accredited degree programme, which, it is argued, has led to fairly homogenous degree programmes 
and course content (Ferguson et al., 2007). However, it was noted that for the university whose 
responses seemed to be driving the results for the first section of the survey, the course assessment 
was an essay on the users of accounting information. It is conceivable that this has had a particular 
impact on students’ views with regard to the purpose of accounting information, and exposed them, 
more so than at other institutions, to the idea that accounting information may serve a wider range of 
constituents. 
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Once the two samples of University students were split according to whether 
or not the respondents had any prior knowledge of accounting, more information 
about significant variations between the start and end of their course was revealed.  
In particular, such changes in perception were more apparent for those UK students 
who had studied accounting before (see Table 2). For this cohort, there was less 
agreement with the statement that accounting provides information for loan creditors 
whilst there was stronger agreement with the notion that accounting provides 
information for employees and the general public.  Statements about society and the 
environment and accounting being a moral activity also elicited stronger agreement 
at the end of the course. Such a finding may at first glance seem surprising since 
one might have expected that the students who had already studied accounting 
might not have altered their views about the subject after taking another course in 
the area. However the results could be plausibly explained if the nature of the first-
year university accounting course differed from students’ previous experience of 
accounting.  In particular, it may be that accounting is placed in a broader social 
context by some university lecturers than occurs in lower-level accounting courses 
which students may have taken before embarking upon their undergraduate studies. 
In contrast to the findings for the UK university students, the results for the 
Japanese undergraduate respondents indicate that significant changes in 
perceptions about the accounting information and the users of this information were 
only documented for those who had not studied accounting prior to their arrival at 
university; none of the results for Japanese students who had previously studied 
accounting were significant at the 5% level14. The responses of Japanese students 
                                                 
14 The Japanese syllabus was very similar in content to the UK courses. As part of this project, we had 
the first chapter of the recommended textbook on the Japanese course translated – and were struck 
by how similar it was to a UK introductory financial accounting text. In this respect, you could say that 
the Japanese course was “market” orientated (but no more so than the UK courses). 
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in the ‘Not Studied’ group at the end of their introductory financial accounting course 
indicated significantly more agreement with the statements that accounting provides 
information for shareholders, analyst/advisers and trade creditors (all these 
responses were significant at the 1% level).  In this section the biggest increase in 
the mean difference (also significant at the 1% level) among the “Not-studied” 
respondents related to the statement that accounting provides information to 
stakeholders about society and the environment.  The responses from Japanese 
students lend themselves to an explanation which is the converse of the UK 
situation.  The Japanese university students who have not studied accounting before 
may show most significant changes as a result of what, for them, is a novel 
experience.  The results are also consistent with Dore’s (2006) suggestion that 
business education in Japanese universities plays an important role in the 
socialisation of students by promoting an Anglo-American style of capitalism which 
promotes  shareholder primacy. 
Although not shown in Table 2, the mean scores at the start of the course 
showed that UK students agreed more strongly than Japanese students with each of 
the statements in Table 2 with two exceptions. These were the statements about 
employees and customers; in the case of employees the mean Japanese response 
was significantly higher (at the 5% level) than the UK response.  These results are 
consistent with the greater emphasis traditionally placed on the interests of these 
stakeholders in Japan, relative to their position in UK (Dore, 2000).  At the end of 
their course, the differences between Japanese and UK students in relation to the  
statements in Table 2 had narrowed significantly – especially for those who had not 
studied accounting previously.  
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 These findings would suggest that, after completing a course on introductory 
financial accounting, UK and Japanese university students’ perceptions regarding 
accounting information and the needs of different users changed – although in 
different ways. In particular, the findings suggest that UK students were more likely 
to acknowledge the role of accounting information in serving non-financial 
stakeholders, such as employees and the general public, and in disclosing social 
and environmental information. These changes were most apparent for those who 
had studied accounting before. This may be attributable to a technical focus of 
accounting study at sub-university or school-level education with an emphasis on 
technique acquisition rather than on a questioning of the context and role of 
accounting.  However, for Japanese students, the findings indicate that there was a 
stronger recognition that accounting provides information to the suppliers of capital 
and trade credit as well as information about the wider society. Nevertheless, despite 
these changes, students, at the end of their UK and Japanese university courses, 
still viewed accounting information as being predominantly prepared for government, 
analysts and shareholders and remained somewhat more indifferent, although less 
negative, towards its use by the general public or with regard to social and 
environmental issues.  
 
4.2 Objectives of business  
Respondents were asked to indicate the extent to which they agreed or 
disagreed with: (i) statements regarding the objectives of business; and (ii) 
statements on how business success was measured.  
Table 3 about here 
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An initial inspection of Table 3 suggests that, at the end of their first university course 
on accounting, there were no significant changes for UK students in responses to 
questions about the objective of business or how business success is measured. 
While there were no statistically significant changes, in terms of the degree of 
change, the largest increases in agreement where for the statements that the 
objective of business is to survive and to make profits, which are ranked first and 
second respectively (see Table 3). The largest decreases in mean scores where for 
the statements that the objective of business is to create jobs and increase customer 
satisfaction (ranked sixth and seventh respectively) 
A very different picture emerges when the results are analysed for the total 
sample of Japanese students in Table 3. At the end of their introductory financial 
accounting module, students agreed more strongly with statements that the objective 
of business is to maximise shareholder wealth (change in mean=0.64 and 1% 
significant), increase employee satisfaction (change in mean=0.22 and 5% 
significant) and survive (change in mean=0.20 and 5% significant).  The 
maximisation of shareholder wealth as a business objective increased from sixth 
position at the beginning of Japanese students’ introductory financial accounting 
course to second place at the end of their module; the mean difference of 0.64 is the 
largest change documented in Table 3, and the largest increase in agreement 
recorded in this entire analysis.  
The increasing importance attached to shareholders by Japanese students 
following their introductory financial accounting course is confirmed by responses to 
a statement about how the success of a business is measured. Only one of the five 
options supplied was associated with a statistically significant increase in agreement: 
namely that success is measured by an increase in shareholder wealth. In fact, this 
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option went from being ranked last to being ranked second by the Japanese 
students. Therefore, the argument in Ferguson et al. (2008) that an introductory 
financial accounting module can have a significant impact on the perceptions of 
students by prioritising the interests of one group of stakeholders – namely 
shareholders - would seem to be supported by the Japanese responses to the 
survey questionnaire. 
A number of the differences were significant at the 5 per cent level when the 
responses were analysed according to whether the respondents had some prior 
knowledge of accounting – especially for Japanese students. For those UK 
respondents who had not studied accountancy before the start of their course, two 
statements showed significant variation when the second questionnaire was 
returned.  There was significantly less agreement with the propositions (both at the 
5% level) that the objective of business is to increase customer satisfaction (change 
= -0.37); and that business success is measured according to whether a business 
has increased employee satisfaction (change = -0.32) 
For the Japanese students, who had not studied accounting before the start of 
their course, however, three statements had significantly higher mean responses 
when the second questionnaire was compared with the first. There was a significant 
increase in these students’ views about the objective of business being to maximise 
shareholder wealth (change in mean = 0.64, and 1% significant) and increase market 
share (change in mean = 0.25, and 5% significant) as well as about the success of a 
business being measured by whether it has increased shareholder wealth (change in 
mean = 0.44 and 1% significant).  
 Whilst the mean differences for changes in UK university students’ 
perceptions regarding the objectives of business generally did not, overall, show any 
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significant variation, the statistics for their Japanese counterparts did indicate 
sizeable changes. Nevertheless, the notion that the main purpose of business is to 
make profits seems deeply embedded among both cohorts by the time of the second 
questionnaire at the end of the module. Although UK university students’ perceptions 
about the objective of business do not increase towards maximising the utility of a 
particular stakeholder group, shareholders are nevertheless ranked first, both before 
and after the introductory financial accounting course. Further, the views of 
Japanese students strengthen in favour of optimising shareholder wealth such that 
Anglo-American individualist norms seem to become much more important in 
students’ thinking at the end of their course (Doyle, 1994).  
 Similar reasoning to that discussed in the previous section could offer an 
explanation for the differences between the responses when analysed by country, 
and for the differences between those Japanese students who have studied 
accounting before and those who have not. 
 
 
4.3 Normative perceptions of the objectives of business  
 
Respondents were asked to indicate the extent to which they agreed or 
disagreed with statements concerning what the objectives of business should be. In 
this sense, students were asked to comment upon the same business objectives 
discussed in the section ‘objectives of business’ above, except that they were asked 
to indicate what they thought the objectives of  business should be, as opposed to 
what they thought the objectives of business were in practice. 
Table 4 about here 
An examination of Table 4 reveals very different findings for UK and Japanese 
undergraduates. With only one exception, none of the changes in perceptions of the 
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UK students, irrespective of whether they had or had not previously studied 
accounting, were significant.  The only exception related to the question of firm 
survival.  In terms of the degree of change, the largest increases in agreement where 
for the statements that the objective of business should be to survive and to increase 
customer satisfaction, which are ranked equal first (see Table 4). The largest 
decreases in mean scores where for the statements that the objective of business is 
to earn a reasonable return to shareholders and create jobs (ranked seventh and 
eighth respectively). Those who had studied accounting before, agreed more 
strongly (change in mean = 0.22) that it should be a business objective; while those 
who had not studied accounting before agreed less, though not significantly less, 
strongly (change in mean = - 0.23).  No obvious rationale is apparent for this 
observation; but perhaps the focus in introductory modules is on continuing 
businesses.  
 For the Japanese students, a very different and a very clear pattern of 
responses is revealed with results that are broadly consistent with those in Tables 2 
and 3.  It is striking that a number of highly significant changes in perceptions were 
recorded for the Japanese students and that these are clearly driven by those 
students who had not studied accounting before.  The largest change in opinion as 
to what the objective of a business should be is clearly an increase in agreement that 
businesses should aim to maximise shareholder wealth (change in mean = 0.48).  
Significant positive changes also are apparent for the objectives of increasing market 
share, increasing employee satisfaction, survival, making profits and creating jobs 
(all of these changes are significant at the 1% level).   
In respect of returns to shareholders, a comparison of UK and Japanese 
students’ absolute responses at the start and end of their course yielded the 
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following insights.  Maximising shareholder value was much more strongly supported 
by UK students at the start of the course than by Japanese students.  Their mean 
level of agreement with maximising shareholder value as a business objective was 
4.07 compared with 3.30 for Japanese respondents (the significance level for this 
difference, using an independent sample t-test, was in fact 0.1 of 1%).  However, by 
the end of the course the figures were much more closely aligned (3.98 and 3.78 for 
UK and Japanese students respectively - a difference which was not significant at 
the 5% level).  The objective of earning a reasonable return for shareholders 
received mean agreement levels of 4.16 and 3.80 from the UK and Japanese 
students at the start of the course (again with a significance level for the difference of 
0.1 of 1%):  this difference had virtually disappeared by the end of the course with 
mean levels of 4.05 and 3.93 respectively (a difference which was not statistically 
significant at the 5% level). 
 
5. Summary and conclusions 
These results provide evidence of the influential role that can be played by 
accounting education in transforming the awareness and normative perspectives of 
students regarding business objectives.  In the case of UK students, initial strong 
support for maximization of shareholder value as a business objective did not show a 
statistically significant change during the period. Given that the “rhetoric of 
shareholder value” has been deeply embedded in the discourse of accounting and 
finance in the UK since the early 1990’s, it is perhaps not surprising that accounting 
students in the UK exhibited strong support for this objective. For the Japanese 
students the increase in support for this position was striking and highly significant 
from a statistical point of view.  The attitudes of Japanese and UK students towards 
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this question were significantly different at the start of the period with much less 
support from the Japanese students:  this difference was largely eroded by the end 
of their introductory studies.  The changes observed are consistent with the period of 
study causing a marginalisation of traditional Japanese values (Yonekura, 2009).    
Evidence has also been cited about the consequences for Japanese society of 
changes in perceptions about the interests that business should serve.  We would 
argue that, notwithstanding inevitable limitations in the research design, the results 
reported in this paper provide some striking empirical evidence about the role that an 
accounting education can play in contributing to such societal change. 
 As noted earlier in this paper, the rhetoric of shareholder value has perhaps 
become more “shrill” in an Anglo-American context since the 1980’s. As Froud et al. 
(2006) point out, one of the “real consequences” of this discourse has been growing 
income inequality, which has arguably contributed to a wide range of social health 
issues (Collison et al. 2007).  Given these social outcomes, along with the 
contestability of the assumptions which underpin this rhetoric, it is imperative that 
accounting educators make “students aware of the contingent nature of many of the 
prescriptions and axioms that their courses take for granted” (Dore, 2006b, p. 18).  
According to Dore (2006b, p.18) a course in “comparative capitalism” is one way of  
making students aware that the economy does not necessarily have to “work on the 
basis of self-interested behaviour” and that “self-interested rationality is itself a 
cultural product”. Further, given the evidence presented in this paper, such a course 
might arrest the “unproblematic consent” exhibited by Japanese students to the 
norms of Anglo-American business culture and limit the production of the 
“hegemonic agents of Anglo-American capitalism” (Saravanamuthu & Tinker, 2008, 
p.133).  
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 6. Limitations and further research 
The perceptions of the students whose views were aggregated and compared 
in this study cannot, of course, be regarded as representative of UK or Japanese 
accounting students as a whole.  Furthermore individual lecturers and courses may 
have their own idiosyncrasies, and differing emphases.  In the case of the three UK 
universities whose results were aggregated there would have been such differences. 
And, apart from any cross-sectional differences, it should be recognized that course 
content and the emphasis given to various issues can change over time.  For 
example, in the UK, the relatively narrow type of accountability afforded by 
conventional financial accounting has been an object of critique over recent years 
(see, for example, Unerman, Bebbington & O'Dwyer, 2007).  Increasingly, the 
importance of social and environmental issues and the interests of a range of 
stakeholders is being acknowledged in business education generally and accounting 
education in particular.  In the particular case of Japan, a traditional culture of 
consensus and harmonisation across a range of interests has been at least partly 
displaced by the increasing focus on maximising shareholder value (Charkham, 
2005; Dore, 2006; Yonekura, 2009).  The impact of such changes on variations in 
students’ perceptions as they study the field of accounting would ideally be 
examined by a longitudinal series of investigations, ideally involving further in-depth 
enquiry using interviews and focus groups.  But resource constraints mean that such 
ideal research designs are not always possible.  This study essentially comprises a 
snapshot of how students’ perceptions evolved during the period of their introductory 
study of accounting in a university environment.  To an important extent however we 
would argue that like is being compared with like, especially in the case of students 
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who have not studied accounting before and, while allowing for the acknowledged 
limitations noted above, some compelling evidence has emerged of the impact of 
students’ introduction to accounting.  
An important factor to bear in mind is the broader context of students’ 
development and education during the period of their introductory accounting course.  
In the case of Japan for example, introductory accounting courses have a narrow 
technical focus which emphasises book-keeping technique. However such students, 
like those in the UK, are typically experiencing a number of business-oriented 
courses and are open to many other influences.  We cannot disentangle the 
influences of an accounting course in particular, from the effects of other 
contemporary factors.  However the accounting course is a significant common 
factor with its own implicit values, and the questionnaires were administered in the 
context of that course.   
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Table 1 Respondent demographics 
 
  Japan  UK   
  N= 194  N= 101  
         
Gender Male 132 46  
 Female 62 55  
      
Age 16-18 99 64  
 19-20 81 20  
 21-25 13 13  
 26-30 1 2  
 Over 30         0 2  
      
Studied accounting before Yes 18 52  
 No 176         49  
      
 
 
 
. 
 
 
 
Table 2 Differences in respondents' perceptions of the purpose and users of accounting information at the end of the accounting course 
compared with the beginning 
 UK Japan 
 Total Studied Not Studied Total Studied Not Studied 
 Mean Rank Mean Rank Mean Rank Mean Rank Mean Rank Mean Rank 
Accounting provides information for... 
shareholders  -0.13      7 -0.08 7 -0.20 8  0.26* 2  0.19 2  0.27** 3 
loan creditors -0.16* 8 -0.20* 8 -0.10 7  0.11 6 -0.19 6  0.14     =6 
employees   0.29** 1  0.31** 1  0.26 1  0.13 5  0.00 4  0.15 5 
analysts/advisors   0.07 5  0.07 4  0.07 6  0.31* 1  0.07 3  0.34** 1 
customers  0.20 3  0.29     =2  0.08 5  0.09 7 -0.29 8  0.14     =6 
trade creditors   0.08 4  0.03 5  0.15 2  0.25* 3 -0.07 5  0.29** 2 
government  0.02 6 -0.03 6  0.10 4  0.07 8  0.25 1  0.04 8 
the general public   0.23* 2  0.29*     =2  0.14 3  0.17 4 -0.25 7  0.24 4 
             
Accounting provides information to stakeholders about... 
environmental impact 0.42** 2  0.26 2  0.66** 1 0.19 2 -0.06 2  0.23 2 
society and environment 0.63** 1  0.80** 1  0.35 2 0.46 1  0.13 1  0.51 1 
             
Accounting is a… 
business activity  0.07 3  0.05 3  0.10 3 0.13 1  0.00 2  0.14 1 
political activity  0.11 2  0.09 2  0.15 2 -0.01 3  0.13 1 -0.03 3 
moral activity  0.43** 1  0.38* 1  0.51** 1 0.03 2 -0.13 3  0.05 2 
             
             
 
*  Significant at the 5% level 
** Significant at the 1% level 
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Table 3 Difference in respondents' perceptions about the objective of business 
 UK Japan 
 Total Studied Not Studied Total Studied Not Studied 
 Mean Rank  Mean Rank Mean Rank Mean Rank Mean Rank Mean Rank 
The objective of a business is to... 
Maximize shareholder wealth -0.09 4 -0.05 6 -0.15 4 0.64** 1  0.59* 1 0.64** 1 
Increase market share -0.06 3 -0.03    =3 -0.10 3 0.20   =3 -0.24 7 0.25* 2 
Increase customer satisfaction -0.17 7 -0.03    =3 -0.37* 7 0.02 7  0.00 5 0.03 7 
Increase employee satisfaction -0.13 5 0.00 2 -0.32* 6 0.22* 2  0.31 4 0.20* 3 
Survive 0.08 1 0.10 1  0.05 2 0.20*   =3  0.35 3 0.19 4 
Make profits 0.03 2 -0.03    =3  0.12 1 0.05 6 -0.06 6 0.06 6 
Create jobs -0.14 6 -0.12 7 -0.17 5 0.16 5  0.38* 2 0.13 5 
         
             
The success of a business is measured according to whether it has… 
Maximized shareholder wealth -0.01 2 0.11 2 -0.20 4 0.41* 1 0.18 3 0.44** 1 
Increased market share -0.02 3 0.04 3 -0.11 2 0.09 4 0.24 2 0.07 4 
Increased customer satisfaction -0.08 4 -0.10 5 -0.05 1 0.03 5 -0.18 5 0.06 5 
Increased employee satisfaction -0.10 5 -0.02 4 -0.23 5 0.18 2 0.25 1 0.17 2 
Survived or not 0.01 1 0.12 1 -0.15 3 0.11 3 0.07 4 0.12 3 
  
             
             
 
*  Significant at the 5% level 
** Significant at the 1% level 
 37
 38
 
 
Table 4 Difference in respondents’ perceptions about what the objectives of business should be 
 UK Japan 
 Total Studied Not Studied Total Studied Not Studied 
 Mean Rank Mean Rank Mean Rank Mean Rank Mean Rank Mean Rank 
The objective of a business should be to… 
maximize shareholder wealth -0.08 6 -0.10    =5 -0.05 =4 0.48** 1 0.44  1 0.48** 1 
earn a reasonable return for shareholders -0.12 7 -0.11 7 -0.13   6 0.12 8 -0.07    =3 0.14 8 
increase market share -0.05 5 -0.10    =5 0.03 =2 0.35** 2 -0.07    =3 0.40** 2 
increase customer satisfaction  0.04    =1  0.10 2 -0.05 =4 0.16 7 -0.19  7 0.20* 7 
increase employee satisfaction  0.02 4  0.02 3 0.03 =2 0.34** 3 -0.06  2 0.39** 3 
survive  0.04    =1  0.22* 1 -0.23   8 0.24* 6 -0.25  8 0.31* 6 
make profits  0.03 3 -0.03 4 0.13   1 0.28** 5 -0.13    =5 0.33** 5 
create jobs -0.14 8 -0.14 8 -0.15   7 0.31** 4 -0.13    =5 0.37** 4 
             
 
 
*   Significant at the 5% level 
** Significant at the 1% level
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